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the jews and their future
in early LDS doctrine
grant underwood

cormons and jews early mormon theologies of
review of mormons
israel by steven epperson salt lake city signature books 1992
pp 10 illustrations epilogue index 1895
18.95
ix 228 ap
1895
mormons andjews
cormons
jews begins by painting a backdrop of christand jems
andrews
ian attitudes toward the jews and their place in prophetic history
in the next several chapters latter day saint perceptions are
sketched against this backdrop by and large the christian biases
against the jews that are outlined in the first chapter also plagued
the early latter day saints despite the reservations of early mor
mons about the apostate christian world around them their perceptions of jewish people and judaism were mediated by the
canon of christian scripture and filtered through the common
opinion of joseph smiths contemporaries informed over the
centuries by anti judaic theologies and anti jewish prejudice 54
thus epperson argues that early mormonism included such ideas
as the abrogation of the former covenant with israel deicide followed by centuries of punishing afflictions and especially the
hope that one day jews would be converted to christ and gather
to palestine
mormons and jews then goes on to draw a distinction
cormons
between the views of joseph smith and other early saints a distinction which soon becomes the heart of the book and the reason
esrael the book
asrael
israel
for its subtitle early mormon theologies of 1srael
presents a deep theological rift in the early mormon leadership
113 on one side could
over the issue of the jewish people 115
be found joseph smith orson hyde and brigham young on the
other stood oliver cowdery sidney rigdon and orson pratt
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the second groups view of the jewish future is painted primarily
in the traditional christian colors but the book generally asserts
neither joseph smith orson hyde nor brigham young expected a
latter day conversion of the jews such an event would be unnecessary given the integrity of the jewish covenant with god
the underlying understanding of the abrahamic covenant in
this book though never clearly detailed appears to be that it was
unilateral and unconditional god initiated the covenant and
despite a history of israelite infidelities he never disowned it
thus the prophet proclaimed both the integrity of covenant
israel outside of the latter day saint church 126 and a future for
the jews that would proceed independent of any necessary connection to the church of christ 132
cormons and
the sum of smiths contribution argues mormons
jews was the creation of an independent christian theology
of israel which affirmed the autonomy integrity and continuity of
covenant israel embodied in the life and witness of the jewish
people viii autonomy integrity continuity and independence
are the books buzzwords they are constantly mobilized to demon strate that far from being the sole repository of divine authority
onstrate
mormons are merely another covand the fulness
falness of truth the cormons
enant community that had been convoked from the nations to
help lay the foundations of the coming messianic millennial age
202 since gods relationship with the jews had remained basically intact through the ages the restoration meant that now there
would be two communities of covenant to labor independently
yet harmoniously to bring us into the house of our father with its
eternally pluralistic arrangement into societies and communities
in the age to come 202
this portrait of the jews and eschatology will strike many
mormon readers as unusual particularly the notion that joseph
smith and brigham young rejected a future jewish conversion
how then is such an interpretation derived it begins with a novel
reading of scripture the book of mormon has commonly been read
to affirm that israels restoration will be both temporal and spiricormons andrews
tual yet the mormons
andjews
tems continues the book of mormon
tews
and jews
repeatedly asserts that israels restoration depends on realizing the
territorial terms of the covenant not in its conversion to or identity
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113

with the church 30 A few pages later epperson declares the
conversion of the jewish people to the church is never mentioned
most mormon readers
3
nor advocated in the book of mormon 36
will find such statements puzzling in light of such passages as this
he has spoken unto the jews by the mouth of his holy prophets
even from the beginning down from generation to generation
until the time comes that they shall be restored to the true church
and fold of god when they shall be gathered home to the lands
of their inheritance and shall be established in all their lands of
promise 2 ne 92
LDS commentators have been consistent in expecting
most IDS
the eventual conversion of the jews and in associating it with the
second coming of christ and the millennium the question has
been not whether the jews will believe but when they will
mormons framed the debate
believe the way nineteenth century cormons
was would the jews gather in belief or in unbelief the idea that
the jewish religious system or any other for that matter had
salvific validity equal to that of the restored gospel and its ordinances was one that never entered the minds of the early mor
mons As parley PR pratt stated A man must be very inconsistent
to come with a message from god and then tell the people that
they can be saved just as well without as with it
in truth joseph smith rarely commented on the conversion
of the jews but this shortage should not be taken as evidence that
he did not believe in it especially since he nowhere explicitly
rejected the idea even when comment is made the differences in
the prevailing language usages between latter day saints then and
now should not be overlooked for instance joseph smith almost
never used the word convert or its cognates except when talking
about converts to other churches as if its frequent use by evangelical christianity tainted the word for him 2 other modern
mormon expressions used to describe conversion joining or becoming a member of the church are also noticeably absent
however expressions like received our testimony or embraced
IDS
the truth abound these were the common LDS
ins parlance of the day
thus while contemporary records contain virtually no comments
about the jews converting to or joining the church the same
1
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holds true for every other group the absence of such statements
therefore says nothing particular about joseph smiths beliefs with
respect to the jews
Ep persons argument that the smith hyde young
much of eppersons
school of mormonism rejected the conversion of the jews and
instead respected them as an equally legitimate sister religion is
based on LDS statements repudiating contemporary christian mismormons and jews however misreads the
sions to the jews cormons
nature of that rejection in the first place what joseph smith and
the rest of the saints were criticizing was not the idea of jewish
conversion itself but the fact that the christian missionaries who
presumed to undertake it had no legitimate authority this point
becomes clear when one looks for example at the prophets full
editorial comments portions of which epperson claims repudiated jewish missions 103 josephs comments point out the ludicrousness
crous ness of an unauthorized christian missionary trying to damn
a jewish rabbi for not believing him in portions not quoted in
mormons andjews
cormons
jews joseph smith chides that at least the rabbi
and jems
andrews
had been set apart by the laws and ordinances of moses however the london society
had never been acknowledged by
either moses or christ nor the missionary set apart nor sent
by either that he was not trying to validate contemporary judaism as a religious system whose integrity and legitimacy had continued unbroken is made clear by his addition of the crucial
i
qualifier yet the laws and ordinances of moses are abrogated in
christ the message of the london society missionary was ridiculous enough on its own terms the real problem however was
that he was not gods representative the prophet concludes his
editorial comments by remarking if the above named gentleman
had been sent by god instead of by the london society he would
113
553
3
have known his business better 513
one of the best evidences that joseph smith affirmed the
need for jews to embrace the gospel is the account of his prayer
on behalf of his hebrew teacher joshua seixas this episode is
mormons and jews 88 but the primary
mentioned briefly in cormons
source account contains unambiguous statements that clarify
josephs perspective the prophet and his associates prayed that
as seixas was their teacher in hebrew they may become his
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teachers in the things of salvation that he may come forth and
be baptized into the church of christ and that his soul may be
saved they further petitioned that the holy spirit would cause
his family to embrace the fulness
falness of the gospel that they may be
saved with him 4 nothing here indicates that the salvation of the
jews was independent of the church and its ordinances
the other reason joseph smith and his associates rejected
contemporary missions to the jews was that the whole enterprise
disregarded the prophetic timetable for as well as the predicted
manner of jewish conversion W W phelps used words from a
philadelphia religious periodical entitled the reformer to explain
that the lord and not man will have the glory of bringing about
this event and all the efforts and undertakings of men to accomunavaling sic as heretofore has been the case
unavaling
plish it will prove unavailing
down to the present time phelps then quoted from psalm 1103
thy people shall be willing in the day of thy power this phelps
explained would be when christ comes in the clouds of heaven then the jews will be ready and willing to receive the mes325
115
5
siah 315
commenting on this same psalm joseph smith wrote
for there was another day limited in david which was the day of
his power and then his people isreal sic should be a willing people and he would write his laws in their hearts and print them in
their thoughts their sins and their eniquities
iniquities sic he would remember no more 6

such an eschatology coincides well with reflection on zechariah 12 14 and revelation 11 which place jewish conversion in
cormons have interpreted
the wake of the second coming As mormons
these prophecies the jews would gather to their homeland be
besieged by gentile hordes and at the crucial moment in the battle of armageddon be delivered by a messiah whom they would
not recognize until he showed them the wounds in his hands and
feet any uncertainty in interpreting the identity of this deliverer is
swept away in the words of modern revelation then shall the
jews look upon me and say what are these wounds in thine hands
and in thy feet then shall they know that 1I am the lord
then
shall they weep because of their iniquities then shall they lament
because they persecuted their king dac
d&c 4551 53
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the

idea thatjehovah
that jehovah would personally participate in the
conversion of his ancient people is probably the biggest factor in
stinn
cormons stiff
understanding why the mormons
still have rarely mounted any
cormons have not seen
missionary effort among the jews the mormons
themselves at least not prior to the second coming as principal
actors in this drama however this fact should not be taken to
mean they did not expect a conversion to take place at some time
mormons andjews
jews
tems suggests that
and tews
thus it is not as remarkable as cormons
andrews
a church as mission oriented as was smiths was so reticent to
carry out a jewish mission 37
toward its end the book also includes several quotes from
brigham young that seem to align him with the rejection of the
idea of jewish conversion yet reading these quotations in context
provides a different view brigham young was developing the idea
articulated but not elaborated by joseph smith that there would
including jews on the earth durbe adherents to other religions includingjews
ing the millennium young was also a realist in terms of his assessment of human conduct in a world where
evry soul is free
to choose his life and what hen
hell
heli
heii be
her
gian
for this eternal truth is givn
wih force no man to hearn
heavn 7
that god will

to

say that not everyone will embrace the gospel in the millen-

nium or even that there will be members of other faiths throughout all eternity is not objectionable that there will be those who
on earth were jews or muslims or presbyterians
Presbyterians who in some way
will wish to retain that identity in eternity is a scenario provided
for in doctrine and covenants 76 but to imply that such individuals will enjoy gods full presence on any basis other than acceptance of the plan of salvation is something that no church leader
including brigham young ever taught
cormons and jews is guilty of a non sequitur after
thus mormons
showing that young believed in a pluralistic afterlife a common
mormon belief
bellef it concludes contrary to fervent expectations of
many young taught the saints that membership in the church was
not the inexorable universal goal of humankind 200 of course
the goal and desire of the saints has been to see all of gods children accept the plan of full salvation and follow it but the reality
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will
for the very reasons of agency which the book notes wili
win always
fall short of that objective
in pursuit of this goal orson hyde the third member of the
books anti
anticonversionist
conversionist trio went on a mission to jerusalem
cormons and jews hyde did not proselytize or
according to mormons
teach against jewish learning and worship rather he was sent to
convey words of comfort forgiveness and blessing from the
lord and to call them jews to gather to the holy land vii
nowhere was christian conversion or baptism attached to this
message of reconciliation 150 yet referring to orson hyde the
prophet wrote to the twelve in england saying

he requested to know in his letter if converted jews are to

go to

jerusalem or to come to zion 1I therefore wish you to inform him
that converted jews must come here if elder hydes & pages testimony to the jews at jerusalem should be received then they may
know that the set time hath come I1 will write more particular
instructions to them afterwards 8

if neither the prophet nor hyde envisioned that hyde would
preach the gospel to jews along the way to jerusalem why this
exchange and if the prophet did not intend hyde to announce in
jerusalem the latter day restoration why did the prophet say that a
favorable jewish response there would indicate that the time of
Isaia
isaiahs
isaials
hs prophecy was at hand
that hydes 1841 dedicatory prayer focused on the physical
rather than the spiritual return of the jews is consistent with the
saints prophetic timetable however hyde did share the gospel
with individuals as he had opportunity in fact he records at some
length his attempt in jerusalem to convert a very respectable
jew by the name of mr simons after some considerable conanty
versation upon the priesthood and the renewal of the coven
covenant
antl
reported hyde 1 I called upon him to repent and be baptised
baptized the
invitation was vigorously resisted because simons felt he had
already achieved his salvation by becoming an anglican this experience led hyde to report there is more hope of those jews
receiving the fullness of the gospel whose minds have never been
poisoned by the bane of modern sectarianism 9
if hyde felt the jews either then or later had no need fog
for the
for
gospel because a preexisting covenant would save them such
efforts and expressions would be unintelligible so would his hope
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that one day israels banner sanctified by a saviors blood shall
float on the walls of old jerusalem and the mountains and vallies
sic of judea reverberate with their songs of praise and thanksgiving to the lamb that was slain equally incoherent would be his
dedicatory plea that the lords kindness would conquer and subdue the unbelief of thy people do thou take from them their stony
heart and give them a heart of flesh 10
such expressions also make clear that hyde did not accord
redemptive parity to the ancient jewish covenant nor see in jewish history an unbroken covenantal relationship with god or if he
did he later changed his mind in one of the very few instances in
which hyde discussed the jews during his postmission
postmission life he certainly did not seem to be stressing the continuity and integrity
of the jewish covenant
the natural seed of abraham rejected the offers of mercy and it was
reprobate silver shall men call them because the
6301
lord hath rejected them jer 650
630 again paul says for he is not
a jew which is one outwardly neither is that circumcision which
is outward in the flesh rom 228 their true line of connection
with abraham was broken because of unbelief and heaven
said of them

regarded it no more

if the case for parallel LDS and jewish paths to salvation cannot therefore be made historically how about theoretically since
mormons
cormons andjews
jews appears to be the first instance in which the
and jems
andrews
two covenant approach to christian jewish relations has been
superimposed on mormon theological commentary it will
win strike
many LDS readers as novel actually the christian version is a
notion that has been proposed off and on over the years the book
makes no reference to this fact in either the text or the notes perhaps because the author is unaware of it but the theory is not an
original one
in the aftermath of the holocaust some christians began to
reexamine their teachings about christ covenant and election in
II decree nostra
relationship to judaism portions of the vatican 11
acetate
aetate redefined roman catholic doctrine on judaism and the
jews by rejecting the notion that the jews should be viewed as
accursed or rejected of god and by affirming the bond which ties the
people of the new covenant to abrahams stock various protestant
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comm
communions
unions evangelical lutheran anglican methodist united
churches of christ and others similarly adopted more ecumenical stances the upshot was that for certain christians judaism was
no longer held to be a dead religion superseded by christianity but
was considered a valid covenant between god and holy israel 12
mormons andjews
jews
the views in cormons
tems closely resemble the two
and tews
andrews
peoples two purposes theology of john nelson darbys
peoplestwo
dalbys dispensa
11
tionalism 13
especially as articulated in the popular scofield bible
dispensationalism
ism has long been the eschatology of choice in cerdispensational
tain sectors of modern evangelicalism the particular theological
twists and turns of darbyite dispensationalism
ism are beyond the
dispensational
scope of this review and important tactical differences exist
between the authors view and that of scofield evange
licals howevangelicals
ever the common denominator is that redemption is dualistic
god works out one salvific purpose for the christians and another
for the jews each people has its own distinctive future and both
eventually receive gods full favor for dispensationalists heaven
will be the millennial and eternal home for christians while the
jews will reside and reign on earth over unregenerate gentiles
mormons andjews
in its discussion of eschatological pluralism cormons
jews
tems
and tews
andrews
is vague about how social and spiritual distinctions will be permormons and jews
petuated into eternity but the book posits that cormons
would cohabit the millennial earth as independent autonomous
covenant communities with no organic relation to each other
this application of the two covenant theory to mormon theology however does not remove the thorny problems that have
pricked christian proponents of this notion in what sense for
instance can it be said that christ fulfilled the torah or that there
is no salvation in any other acts 412 or what is meant by the
integrity of judaism and the continuity of its covenant over a
period of more than three thousand years As jewish scholar jacob
neusner remarked recently late antiquitys judaism was exceptionally
tio nally rich and complex so that the data scarcely sustain the
premise of a single uniform coherent normative jewish religion
much less the cumulative and linear history of such a religion 14
rabbinic judaism the primary influence on modern judaism
did not take final shape for several centuries after christ Is the talmud on the same footing with the torah exactly what part of the
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talmudic tradition or its derivative halakic15
halakic15 heritage represents
continuity with the covenant made with abraham which part
of it will continue autonomously into the millennium and beyond what about the sizeable number of modern jews who have
no wish to be observant or to live the orthodox rules will they
convert to halakic holiness in the future if so how what about
aliyah66 what will motivate
those who have no desire to make aliyah
them to change especially if the key characteristic of the millenEp persons view will be the peaceful coexisnium according to eppersons
tence of different ethnic and religious groups
additional problems arise by overlaying this theory on mormonism unlike two covenant christians for whom the jews constitute the sum total of contemporary israel latter day saints
believe that the israelite commonwealth also includes descendants
of
lehl
lehi among the american indians these too are a remnant of
oflehi
jacob who have just as legitimate an israelite pedigree as any old
world jew while LDS literature leaves some ambiguity concerning
the jews it is clear about the american indians from the first offimormons have understood that
cial mission in mormon history cormons
american indians need to repent and be baptized if the spiritual
destiny of indian israel depends on their acceptance of the gospel
why not jewish israel how is this inconsistency explained where
is the logic in claiming that one part of israel will be redeemed
through the old covenant while another portion of israel must
accept the new
mormons
such questions will no doubt occur to readers of cormons
jews however the book seems to focus more on delivering
andjews
and jems
andrews
the jews from any future theological liturgical or ecclesiological
oneness with the latter day saints than on addressing the implications of these ideas or ironing out the inconsistencies they
promote the failure to acknowledge let alone address the weaknesses in this theory allows the impression that the book is primarily seeking to give mormonism a theological face lift to fit
modem
modern pluralist sensibilities and please jewish friends
the fundamental problem with the book however is the way
sources are handled ambiguous statements are almost always
interpreted to favor difference between the smith hyde young
view and the others however since no compelling evidence to
11

11
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the contrary exists such statements could be interpreted just as
readily as support for similarity clear evidence of similarity is occasionally
sio nally presented but then promptly explained away most troubling is the method of excerpting
excerpt ing sources As an example the
book describes parley P pratt as saying that the sign of the end of
jewish affliction would be the establishment of a jewish national
polity a national
form of government a national priesthood
a national house of worship 192 had pratt actually made such a
prediction it would greatly strengthen the books argument about
an autonomous israel whose religious system represented a
divinely sanctioned alternative for the jews unfortunately the full
quotation from pratt reveals something quite different it is said
in the history written by josephus that one million and a half of
jews perished in that siege that is in that one city in putting an
end to a national polity a national corrupted form of government
117
17 pratt
was
a national priesthood a national house of worship 717
actually speaking of how such a society came to an end in the first
century not how it would be established in the latter days that
this is no inadvertent misreading is revealed by the fact that in the
book the adjective corrupted in front of government is cut out
to advance the desired reading
while this is a particularly pointed example of textual abuse
the procrustean effort to shape the source to fit the theoretical bed
is a constant throughout the book sometimes this effort results in
unfortunate gaffes at one point the book attempts to distinguish
the tone and substance of joseph smiths coverage of the jews
while he served as editor of the times and seasons from the attitudes both of his predecessors and successors 97 104 the first
piece of evidence is a discussion of an alleged marked change in
the february 15 1842 edition of the times and seasons the first
one bearing the name of the prophet as editor however joseph
smith did not actually produce that issue two issues later former
editor ebenezer robinson published an explanation stating that at
the time of the transition it was not fully decided whether president smith should take the responsibility of editor or not therefore that paper went to press without his personal inspection
referring to an item in the issue robinson remarked the first
time prest smith or myself saw the article was after the papers
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had been struck off 18 whatever differences may exist in the issue
they cannot be attributed to a rift between joseph smith and
his associates
T

sr

V

another example of how lack of careful consideration of
sources undermines the books arguments is the use of what is
taken to be an entry from joseph smiths journal the prophet
quotes verbatim a letter from a jewish father to his son who had
cormons andjews
converted to christianity in mormons
and jews
tems
tews the letters introandrews
ductory comments are considered to be significant evidence of
joseph smiths distinctive approach to the jews 96 97 but again
the prophet is not the author after his death portions of josephs
journal were fleshed out were published serially in the deseret
news and later became the history of the church the problem
is that epperson quotes the published history of the church as his
source whereas joseph smiths journal as reproduced in either the
jessee or faulring edition contains no such words in fact no entry
exists for the date listed once again such evidence is no evidence
at all and the arguments based on it are invalid
most authors make some mistakes in handling their sources
mormons andjews
jews
but the problem is pervasive enough in cormons
and tews
tems that
andrews
readers should proceed with caution throughout the casual reader
should be aware that often the argument is driven more by assertion than by evidence that sometimes the evidence is no evidence at all and that the authors approach to sources tends to be
eisegetical rather than exegetical no clear and compelling evidence has been discovered that joseph smith orson hyde or
brigham young ever espoused anything close to what the book
claims they did the book does not present a single statement from
these leaders which unambiguously proclaims the unbroken
integrity and autonomy of the jewish covenant despite the
prophets willingness to correct associates on errant points of doctrine the deep rift theory is not supported by a single instance
in which joseph smith explicitly rejected something a colleague
cormons and jews shows no
said about the jews moreover mormons
incontrovertible proof that a latter day saint leader ever exempted
the jews from ultimately accepting the gospel of jesus christ in
order to receive full salvation in short the book works to construct a dichotomy that the documents simply do not sustain
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but if the books overall thesis cannot withstand scrutiny a
number of worthwhile points are nonetheless made along the way
most helpful is the way it sensitives
sensitizes readers to residual anti jewish
cormons have never paused
sentiment in LDS expression many mormons
to examine the social implications of their theology to the degree
that latter day saints become more sensitive in their interactions
mormons andjews
with jews after reading cormons
jews
tems the book makes a real
and tews
andrews
contribution without accepting its redemptive dualism one can
still find in this book fresh and respectful ways of thinking and
speaking about jews and jewish history here the author seems to
have been positively influenced by the post holocaust literature on
christian jewish relations several of his mentors at temple university including paul van buren and especially franklin littell
have contributed to this effort to disinfect christianity of its
anti jewish bias and to promote mutual respect between the two
religious traditions
cormons continue to affirm that they
ultimately though mormons
stand alone as authorized caretakers of the covenants concepts
and ordinances that open the door to the highest degree of eternal
happiness and exaltation hopefully this book will help the saints
articulate their conviction with greater sensitivity and admiration
for jews for proclaim it they must
grant underwood is associate professor of religion at BYU hawaii

NOTES
parley P pratt mormonism unveiled zions watchman unmasked and
its editor mr la roy sunderland exposed truth vindicated the devil mad
and priestcraft in danger new york 0 pratt and 0 fordham 1838 25
2it
aitit is common joseph smith once remarked for many of our orthodox
preachers to suppose that if a man is not what they call converted if he dies in
that state he must remain eternally in hell without any hope on another occasion he reported we ask the sects do you believe this they answer no
I1 believe in being converted joseph fielding smith comp teachings of the
prophetjoseph
prophet joseph smith salt lake city deseret book 1976 220 314
3times and seasons 3 may 2 1842 781
stimes
times
leonard J arrington oliver cowderys
Cowderys kirtland
tland ohio sketch book
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byustudies
BYU studies 12 summer 1972 423 24 entry for february 15 1836
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5w W phelps evening and morning star 1I august 1832 21 the
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joseph smith
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salt lake city deseret book 1984 271
7know
know this that every soul Is free hymns of the church ofjesus
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